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Prologue
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Summer 1897

They were showing the savages on the rooftop—that was the word at the curbstone. The brickwork canyon of La Salle Street ebbed with clerks and stenographers, messenger boys astride their Monarch bicycles, wheat brokers up from the pit at the Board of Trade. Typists in gingham dresses stood behind mullioned windows, gazing down at the tidal crowd. Insurance men huddled together in islands of billycock hats and brown woolen suits, their necks craned, wetted handkerchiefs at the nape. The swelter hung in the air like a stench. All summer long the signal station had issued warnings and proclamations. Water-carriers at construction sites fainted from heatstroke and were carried off on stretchers. Coal and lumberyard workers could be seen at noon, shirtless, wading into the oceanic blue of Lake Michigan. People spread rugs on their stoops to eat supper in the open air, watching, with something that approached religious awe, the horse-drawn ice wagons pull along the streets.

Despite the heat wave, the Chicago First Equitable was opening on schedule. Destined to be the world’s tallest skyscraper for a little over a year, it jutted above the noonday tumult, twenty-eight stories of Bessemer steel, terracotta, and glass. For months, welders and riveters had worked by night to meet the deadline, tethered to the steel frame by lengths of hemp rope, laboring in the haloes of sodium lamps. Laden barges hauled along the roily dark of the Chicago River. They came from a bridgeworks on the Mississippi, pulling loads of rivet-punched girders and spandrel beams. By late spring the glaziers and carpenters had taken over, finishing out, thirty men to a floor. The clock tower was calibrated and set in motion, each hand as broad as a man. In the final stages the Tribune reported a death a week: pipefitters down the elevator shaft, electricians over the brink. But, as the glass-paneled walls began to hang from the girded floors like drawn curtains, not bearing weight so much as channeling light, the newspapermen turned their ink to the soaring itself. They stopped writing about the insurance company’s grandfathered building permit, the backroom deals that trumped the city’s height limit, and instead wrote about the effects of altitude on business acumen, about the hawks and falcons that roosted above the high cornices and gargoyles. By mid-morning, they wrote, with the sun up over Michigan Avenue and the shadows shortening inside the Loop, the juggernaut is nothing but a wall of lake-hued light.

Owen Graves stood among the crowd waiting to enter the mahogany cool of the building’s lobby. The company would conduct tours by hydraulic elevator but only VIPs—insurance executives and their wives, journalists, councilmen—were invited for the topside exhibition. Owen was one of the rooftop invitees and he stood a few feet from the bloodred mayoral ribbon, staring down at the elegant shoes of his fellow skyscraper travelers, squinting through the brassy aura of a noonday hangover. He was wearing a pair of stovepipe boots, scuffed at the toe and split along one seam. Perhaps there had been a mistake. Ever since returning from a Pacific trading voyage two years earlier, he had been dodging the letters of his creditors so that he’d opened the company envelope with dread. Arriving as it had by private messenger, he’d thought it was surely a summons for failure to pay. But the elegant lettering inexplicably requested his presence at the opening and suggested he would have a private meeting with the company president at the conclusion of the event.

The city teemed at his back. A concession wagon made a slow orbit through the welter of derby hats and bicycles, selling tripe to famished telegraph boys. Herdics and hansoms rode up to the human wall and fell back, their passengers alighting in the side streets and alleyways. The wind was scorched with smoking lard as it whipped through the financial canyon and he could smell the dredge of the cess-filled river. Owen Graves did not like crowds. There was no happier place for him than on the foredeck of a sloop or clipper, alone and keeping watch in the spectral hours before dawn at sea. He missed the ocean and the rituals of sailing. He raised his eyes—tender as peeled fruit—to see a clutch of policemen escort the mayor and company president toward the building entrance. A wave of applause lapped through the crowd, echoing off the windowpanes and masonry, punctuated here and there with a stadium whistle and an alley whoop. The recently elected Carter Harrison, Jr., edged forward in a bowler and double-breasted, his epic mustache riding above a grin. Hale Gray, insurance magnate and company president, trotted at his side, doffing his hat to the ladies. Bearded in the manner of frontier explorers, Hale brought to Owen’s mind an Irish wolfhound—there was something woolly and quietly menacing about him.

The mayor and company president floated pithy speeches about progress and the insurability of the common man. Above the foot shuffling and the iron-rail whinny of the cable cars, Hale said, “Chicago is a city of country people with values that bear those origins.” The man beside Owen—a cheerless, onion-breathed fellow who’d been sent by God to avenge insobriety— tugged at his own shirtsleeves and said, “I’m dying out here in this oven. Could they show a fella some mercy?” The rest of the speech was clipped by the wind before the great clock sounded—a C-pitched freighter calling through a high fog. The mayor turned to the ribbon with purpose. The outsized scissors sliced through in one motion and a collective sigh, then cheering, passed through the multitude. Chicago was now ahead of New York by two floors. Two doormen opened the hand-carved doors and the official party, wives first, stepped inside. The lobby gave out a breath of cool, sanctified air and Owen felt the draft on his face as he moved forward: the first reprieve in the halting crush of daylight.

The lobby warrened away into alcoves and cloistered nooks, a tobacconist, a barbershop, a telegraph office, each in a recess of cherrywood paneling and rubbed bronze. A stained glass dome lit from above the bust of Hale Gray’s grandfather. Elisha Edmond Gray, merchant underwriter, had amassed a fortune on the calculus of loss and yield. Life insurance has never had its Plato or Aristotle, Hale was saying now in a pulpit voice, there were no poetics or treatises, just the burial clubs of Rome and a fraternity of prudent Britons. Practical men with shipping charts on their walls, actuarial tables mounted like maps of the Atlantic. Owen was aware of his frayed collar and his nicotined fingers as he sidled toward the grillwork of the elevators. The operators stood at attention: dough-faced pallbearers in brass buttons and epaulets. Somebody mentioned a cocktail table waiting roof-side and Owen brightened. He filed into one of the waiting cars, its interior hushed with velvet. The operator fashioned a congenial smile for his passengers—a few executives and their wives, and Owen, backed into a corner—before closing the doors and setting to his controls. A lever was moved into place before the car rocked then began to rise. Owen felt his stomach drop away as they lurched skyward. One of the ladies rested a nervous hand against the crushed velvet siding, steadying herself. Easy now, the husband admonished, as if to a skittish mare, and Owen wondered if he was speaking to his wife or the elevator itself.

Hale Gray was the tour guide and he marshaled the group from floor to floor. In the document repository—a wooden metropolis of floor-to-ceiling filing cabinets—Owen imagined thousands of policies neatly filed, men’s lives tallied and reduced to a few pages between cardstock. Next, they moved into the adjacent typing pool, where Hale gestured to the rows of desks, each with a Remington No. 2 museumed in a cone of lamplight. For several minutes, he sermonized on the benevolence of the company’s stance toward its employees. His army of policy clerks and typists would enjoy free lunches in the cafeteria, subsidized visits to the doctor’s suite, affordable haircuts in the lobby barbershop. There was no reason to leave the building during business hours. Turning solemn, Hale said, “Think of this skyscraper as contributing to the elevation of the species.”

Every time Owen thought the tour was winding down, that a gimlet was within reach, Hale took up a new thread of tedium about the building—the system of pneumatic tubes that carried policies between floors, the mail chutes that ran parallel to the elevator shafts, the uplifting array of evening classes available in the second-floor library: actuarial science, sewing, first aid, English, citizenship. Owen drifted from the pack when they passed a washroom. His stomach was a little squiffy from the elevator ride and he needed to splash some cold water on his face. The white-tiled bathroom was cavernous, broken up by a long line of urinals. He washed his face in the sink, drank from his cupped hands, regarded his hangdog expression in the mirror. What did these people want with him, these insurance men and their spaniel-faced wives? Even in the washroom there was a kind of order that threatened to suffocate—the hand towels were stacked in a neat tower, each embossed with the company logo of a lion with one paw on a globe, and a white-faced clock hung above the urinals, the red second hand a needling reminder of time’s strident passage. Was this to prevent a clerk’s watery rumination? A workingman couldn’t be fooled; he knew when he was being hemmed in. It might not be the stockyards, Owen thought, but it was still long hours hunched at mindless labor. A clerk might take his free lunch at noon, his evening class in English verbs, even get his shoes spit-shined in the lobby, but he’d emerge from the glass tower in the falling dark each day with a secret kind of malice toward the benevolence up on the twenty-eighth floor.

When Owen came out the party was waiting for him by the elevators. The attendants stood at attention, waiting to load.

Hale laced his fingers across his stomach and launched onto the balls of his feet—“And now the rooftop beckons. We’re all mountain climbers today, even you, Mrs. Carmody.”

An elderly woman looked over the rims of her glasses and tapped her cane good-naturedly. “Will it be any cooler up there in the clouds?” she asked.

“Could be breezy, so hold on to your hat,” Hale said, ushering people into the elevators.

The iron railing of the observation platform kept the VIPs a dozen feet from the abyss. Cocktails poised, hats fastened, they stepped onto the deck and edged toward it. Owen was now in front and he placed one hand on the metal guardrail while the other held the sacrament of gin over ice. La Salle Street dropped away, a river of hats, flecked cloth, upturned faces. “Give them a wave,” said Hale. Owen set his glass on a table and raised both hands, crossing them above his head in a nautical look-here-now. The mob hollered in response. Errand boys tossed their hats in the air, tooted their bicycle horns. The other VIPs joined Owen and there was a full minute of waving down into the pit as a photographer flashbulbed beside them.

When the euphoria subsided, Owen picked up a pair of opera glasses and took in the panorama—the ziggurat skyline with its middling towers and sunless mercantile valleys, the lake a sapphire backdrop to the east. The streets, glimpsed through the endless procession of flat roofs, dizzied with placards and advertisements—miniature lettering for Brown’s Iron Bitters and Roxwell’s Corned Beef Hash. Over on State he could make out the Masonic Temple, Chicago’s now-eclipsed high point, and the Reliance, with its wide bays of glass and Gothic tracery. His father had once demolished buildings in that vicinity though he couldn’t remember the exact blocks. The El cut a narrow path between office façades, between walls of red-pressed brick, and Owen saw the dotted faces of passengers at the windowpanes as it flashed into a narrow gap of open space. The cross-hatching of streets and avenues stretched for miles, bordered on one side by the shoreline, but continuing south and west through a scrim of smoke and soot, the grid thinning into tenements and vacant lots and cemeteries, out farther to the Livestock Emporium and stockyards, before it all faded into a distant patchwork of dun-brown farms. The Midwest of the country was just beyond, the great plains furrowed and sown. This bucolic reminder continued closer in, on the flat rooftops of nearby buildings—chickens, a running dog, a boxed flower bed. A custodian’s perch topped a ten-story office building, a leaning tin shack with a man standing shadowed in the crude doorway. Laundry flapped from a line and a scrubwoman was beating a Persian rug into dusty submission.

“The great mongrel city,” Hale said, sipping his neat whiskey. He looked off at the clouds scudding in from Canada, at the ships hauling timber from Michigan pineries, before turning abruptly and raising his glass. “We’ve outstripped the Masons and the church steeple and of course the easterners are clambering after us. But no matter. This is our moment. To the dream of a fully insured populace. To them, down in the hole.” Everyone drank and Hale tilted his glass as if to anoint the laborers and shopgirls with a single drop. “Now,” he said, stepping away from the edge, “I believe it’s time for lunch and a little demonstration. Ladies, we will enjoy the buffet together but then I’m afraid it will be gentlemen only for a few minutes. Forgive me on this account.”

They moved to the alcove by the clock tower, to a canvas tent filled with chairs and banquet tables. Bow-tied waiters, flushed in their dinner jackets, tended the reception. Slices of salmon and mackerel were stacked on ice; crescents of fruit and sandwich triangles were arranged on trays. Owen moved among the tables, a chip of ice cooling his tongue. As long as he didn’t linger in one spot there was little chance of conversation. Itinerant trader, orphaned son of a housewrecker, what did he have to discuss with Mrs. Carmody, widow and baroness, who kept a lockbox of jewels in the basement of the First National? Precisely nothing, he thought, retreating to the cocktail table.

Hale guided the women from the tent, inviting them to take another spell at the observation deck. When he returned he asked the men to be seated while a pedestal was set up in the rear. A man in coveralls, sitting on a high stool, tinkered with a contraption that burned a small lamp bulb. The mayor whispered the word Vitascope and the tent flaps were shut. The scent of warming mackerel and body heat on wool. Darkness except for a shiv of daylight along the tent’s ground-seam. The projector hummed through its gears and a grainy, silver-blue light threw itself against the canvas siding. At first the images were dark and jumbled—a wedge of pristine beach, a flickering of date palms, a settlement of thatched treehouses—before the view crystallized on a band of tattooed savages dancing in a circle. A ragged line of bare-chested women clapped sticks together. A silent montage spilled across the canvas—canoe races, black men with kinked hair paddling through the waves, a masked figure rampaging through a village with a club, a pig roasting in a coral hearth, an old woman asleep on the sand. The audience sat rigid, cocktail glasses and cigars poised. An insurance broker held an asparagus tip inches from his mouth. Owen leaned forward in his seat. A jittered sequence tracked a naked girl coming out of the ocean with a fish writhing in her hands. She smiled and took off running in the sand and a few of the insurance underlings whistled before Hale placed a finger to his lips. A young boy on a clifftop blew into a conch shell. Villagers sat in the dirt, feasting on what Owen guessed was taro and pork. Somewhere in Melanesia, he suspected. The last image was of a native hoisting himself up a banyan tree. He sat in the fork of two branches, a betel-nut bag over his shoulder, looking out to sea. After a moment, he took a brownish clump from the bag and put it into his mouth. He chewed slowly, eyes fixed on the horizon, before the image faded and bled away from the screen.

The tent flaps remained closed but Hale lit a kerosene lamp. The nitrate smell of heated filmstock lingered. Hale walked among the men, handing each of them a postcard. On the front was a picture of an idyllic beach where two black natives faced each other with spears and wood-carved shields. Their muscles were tense, their stances martial. The reverse side featured a printed message made to look like handwriting: Dear Sir, The Chicago First Equitable Insurance Company invites you to see an exotic spectacle on the rooftop of their new landmark downtown building. Then, below, in smaller font: Life Insurance Delivers Men from the Primitive Rule of Nature. A murmur broke out among the vice presidents as they lit to the idea of sending postcards to thousands of suburban households, out into the third-acre plots where Mr. O’Connor or Haroldson still kept a smokehouse and a potato patch in back and was waiting to be brought in from the frayed edge of his workaday life.

“This is just the beginning, gentlemen,” Hale said. “Think of this building as our totem pole. Our chief advertisement up in the clouds. Tourists will flock to the observatory. They’ll try to spot their houses and neighborhoods, pointing this way and that. We’ll rent them spyglasses and hand out policy pamphlets and lemonade in the elevators.” He moved to the tent entrance and drew back one of the canvas flaps, letting the daylight blanch their faces. “And each night when the clock tower stops chiming and the beacon comes alight, they’ll remember that we stand for permanence and fair-mindedness. Something beyond the grime and gristle.”

Owen pictured the galley slaves in the typing pool, the filing clerks perched on their stepladders like steeplejacks. He stood up from his chair, feeling the pull of a breeze and a tumbler of gin somewhere outside the canvas furnace. Hale Gray let him pass without a word but was soon upon him, an assured hand at his back.

“Mr. Graves, when all these niceties are over, I have a business proposition for you.”

Owen’s hangover had receded behind an inebriate hum in his chest. Hale was making them another drink and embarking on a voyage of uncommon knowledge, clipping his way through a flotsam of historical totes and trinkets. Something about the deadbeat escapement of Old World clocks and wasn’t this preferable, to separate the locking mechanism from the impulse, to let the pendulum swing continuously? Owen had no opinion on the subject of clockworks. Besides, he was taking in the display cases that covered an entire wall of Hale’s enormous office. It was a private museum, a thousand artifacts resting on velvet. Japanese woodblock prints, Chinese rhinoceros-horn cups, Malagasy beaten brass, Hopi funerary bonnets and sashes, obsidian knives, canopic jars, scarabs, Pacific Island clubs and tomahawks, a haft imbedded with shark teeth.

Owen’s hands ghosted up to the glass. Ever since those boyhood days spent razing houses with his father, his lust for objects had been unceasing; by age ten he’d assembled a scrapyard museum of fixtures and architectural flourishes. Long before he’d ever been to the Field Columbian Museum, he’d felt the libidinal pull of cold, dead things. Now he studied the filigreed edges and native brocade work and felt something like object-lust. It was a desire to look at the carvings and whittlings of people long dead, to witness the lasting sediment of their minds. Owen thought of the policy files some floors below, the wooden towers reamed with paper, or the pneumatic tubes that carried addendums to Hale Gray’s desk for signature. It was a different kind of collection—a living museum of riders and annuities, the typewritten odds of a man’s decline. Owen heard the president click across the floor with his cane. Even his walk was tightly coiled, a metronome of calculated steps.

Owen turned and received a glass of gin from his gently drunk host. Hale moved for the east-facing windows and Owen followed. Dusk was hardening over the rooftops. The yellow lights of schooners stippled the blackening lake. An office worker— bent in lamplight at his desk—could be seen through the window of an adjacent building.

“You must be the first one in the city to see sunup,” Owen said. He was aware of their reflections in the windowpane, the glimmer of Hale Gray looking north toward Canada. The whiskey gave Hale a pawky, speculative air. A few of the westward windows were open and a draft came up from the street, carrying the metallic sound of the El grinding into a turn.

“What do you think of my collection, Mr. Graves?”

“Very impressive. Is that a Papuan skull?”

Hale raised slightly onto his toes. “Good eye. See the engravings. But why? Why engrave a geometric pattern on a human skull?”

“Some kind of ceremony. Funeral rite perhaps. I’ve heard them lecture on it at the Field.”

“What a lot of tweed and chalk dust they burn through at the museum these days. Wasn’t one of the curators trying to measure the ears of Chinamen not long ago?”

“I didn’t hear that.”

“Yes. He wanted to prove a correlation between ear length and philosophical disposition. It came to him while standing in front of a portrait of Lao-Tze in a New York museum. Now picture him chasing Mongols down Clark Street with a tape measure and all the Oriental merchants running like bandits.”

Hale shot out a laugh that took them both by surprise. A cloud of breathy vapor fogged the glass pane in front of him. Owen smiled and held a swallow of gin in his mouth, nodding in afterthought. When would the wolfhound get on with it?

Hale turned his back to the skyline and gestured with his drink to the sitting area. His tumbler led the way, a steady prow cutting across the room. A dim and smoky portrait of Elisha Edmond Gray hung above the mantel—the great man in repose, floating through the woody pall of an English manor. He sat waistcoated by a hearth, hound at his side, slightly ablaze in the cheeks, as if he’d rushed indoors from a pheasant hunt.

Hale sat, looked up at the portrait, nostalgia pursing his lips. “Leadership skips a generation, that’s what I’ve come to believe, Owen.”

The sound of his Christian name seemed oddly misplaced, as if a coin had dropped from Hale’s pocket onto the hardwood floor.

“Jethro, my son, is back from college in New England and I suppose I should be finding a place for him at the firm. But, to be frank, I have elevator boys who show more shrift. At Harvard he studied natural science and art and dickered about for four years. I hope to have my portrait on that wall someday and for Jethro to be sipping single malt in this very seat. The problem is one of— what?—character and preparation I suppose.” Hale crossed his legs and removed a speck of something from his pant leg. “Tell me about your Pacific trading voyage from a few years back. I’m partial to sailing myself.”

“Let’s see . . . A stint in the South Sea Islands. A circuit of trade, mostly.”

“What did you bring back?”

“All sorts of things. We also dropped off a cargo of trepang in Shanghai.”

“I’m not familiar.”

“Sea cucumber. They cure it and sell it for epicures in the Orient.”

“Any mishaps?”

“The ship ran aground and had to be rehulled in Queensland. A seaman ran off and married an Australian girl.”

“Too much sun. A tropical fever, perhaps.”

“Being at sea for months can turn a man.”

“And did you sell your items to the Field Museum when you returned? Not long after they opened their doors after the fair I noticed one lunchtime they had a whole batch of new tribal weapons from the Pacific.”

Owen touched the rim of his glass. “I’ve heard that there’s some old rivalry between you and Marshall Field. That you’re trying to outdo the museum.”

Hale persisted: “Did they pay you well? I heard not. Then again, those were hard times. We’re just now rounding the bend.”

“I’m sure they thought it was a fair price.”

“They say the Pacific is fast running out of artifacts. That you can more easily find good curios at Jamrach’s in the East End of London than on Thursday Island. That first cargo load in the Christy Museum was all because of the sandalwooders, God bless them, and now that’s done it’s slim pickings. Time is of the essence before someone drains the whole bathtub.” Hale took out an envelope from his breast pocket and placed it on the low table between them.

Owen noticed there was a bloom of moisture—probably Hale’s sweat—trailing one edge.

“I like to make proposals in writing. Consider it an underwriter’s old habit. You’ll find a list of categories I’m interested in and a sum specified for delivery. A percentage up front plus funding for the voyage, the remainder upon return. There are also a few special conditions, should you decide to enter into the contract. Taking the railway to San Francisco and contracting a ship and crew out west would be the most cost-effective, I believe. The ship should be arranged before you leave, of course. Naturally, have your lawyer look the contract over if you like.”

Owen had never spoken to a lawyer, let alone retained one. “I look forward to reading it.” He picked up the envelope and placed it inside his jacket.

Hale got to his feet and Owen did likewise. They walked out through the double doors, a paternal hand now on Owen’s shoulder. Hale stopped and pressed a brass button on the wall of the landing. “Elevator’s on its way up.”

“Congratulations again on the magnificent new building. It seemed to go up overnight.”

“The glaziers’ combine didn’t finish my sheet glass on time. Half of it had to come from Canada, some from Mexico. I’m no friend to price fixing and union organizing, let me tell you. A man needs to count on certain things. Are you married, Owen?”

“No, sir. Being in trade makes it hard to settle.” In fact, he’d been on the verge of asking Adelaide Cummings to marry him for four years. But he’d been waiting for a more solid livelihood, a chance to make his way before asking for her hand. Adelaide, he knew, was fast losing patience with his delays. And now another voyage.

Hale opened one of the doors and Owen stepped out into the corridor.

“Well, there’s no shortage of eager women in this building as of tomorrow. Take one to lunch sometime. City girls with silt still on their hands. Honest and hard-working. You could do worse.”

“Thank you for the hospitality today.”

“Will you be all right on the elevator? You looked squeamish earlier.”

“I think I have the hang of it.”

“Good night, then,” Hale said, returning to his office.

Owen stood on the landing, aware of the air whistling in the elevator shaft. He took the envelope out of his pocket and broke the seal with his penknife. The typewritten document was thirty pages of minuscule font, separated by headings that indemnified against acts of God, payments to subsequent heirs, delays and failures, et cetera, et cetera. It was hard to tell exactly what the contract proposed. The elevator arrived and the attendant sat slumped on his stool. He gave a cursory nod to Owen and the doors closed. Gone was the ceremony of earlier hours; the pomp had been reduced by the hordes to something shuffling and miffed. Owen was glad for the silence and the light coming from the elevator ceiling. He positioned the contract and traced a finger over the elliptical text. The car swayed downward, stuttering here and there in the windy shaft. The gist of the proposal was buried in the addendum. Jethro Hale Gray to enlist in the voyage as “ship’s naturalist,” under the direct protection of Owen Graves. An itemized list of desired cargo: shields, canoes, painted masks, tribal weapons, adornments, textiles, et cetera, and there, listed like a handmade artifact or a woven skirt, was the phrase a number of natives, preferably related by the bonds of blood, for the purposes of exhibition and advertising. A single dotted line awaited his signature at the bottom of the page. 



I
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OWEN




1.

Owen’s love of objects first began with afternoons spent prospecting in the rubble of his father’s trade. Ada, mother and wife, had died in the Great Fire and Owen had only a dim recollection of her—raspberry leaves pressed into a hymnal and braided chestnut hair. Porter Graves kissed his fingertips every morning and touched her daguerreotyped face on the way out the door. Graves & Son Wrecking & Salvage, the two of them on the box seat, riding to another falling tenement or warehouse. Porter bellowed through a bullhorn at his crew while Owen, aged about twelve, helped pry wainscoting or de-nail floorboards. Brawny men labored with crowbars and sledges, loosing bricks from the lime mortar, hurling debris down a shaft that had been hewn clear through the center of the building. They plied pickaxes, wrecking adzes, pneumatic guns. When all else failed, a stick of dynamite bored into a wall of solid masonry. The heady cocktail of nitric and sulfuric acids, glycerin mixed with porous clay, all of it blended and wrapped in brown paper like an orphan’s Christmas present. Dynamite was Nobel’s gift to the wreckers of the world and there was no better moment in Owen’s short childhood than standing with his father and the men after the fuse was lit. Dusty silence followed by a sonic clap; runnels of smoke and billowing clouds of falling plaster. The bite of gunpowdered air. And for fifteen minutes the men relaxed, waited for the all-clear from Porter, for it was the boss himself who inspected the aftermath. They rested on crates and haunches, smoked cigarettes, spoke of wives and girlfriends, recalled pints of ale in neighborhood watering holes and mythic accidents in teardowns. A grand piano falling six stories down the shaft and landing on a mason doubled at his work, the crazed arpeggio of splintered wood and warped notes ringing out for twenty city blocks. Or the mechanic who fell into a side chute, tumbling into a skip of broken glass. They spoke to Owen as an equal, a fellow destructionist and rubble-maker, and he could feel their respect for his father as Porter came back from his inspections with the steely demeanor of an artillery specialist, two thumbs in the air.

They salvaged as much as they could: pipes, fixtures, beams, marble and granite, trim, even plate glass wrapped in muslin. The scrap wood was bundled and sold to immigrants for kindling. The granite was recut for tombstones. Secondhand-brick dealers carried off an endless bounty. Owen wasn’t allowed within twenty feet of the shaft and he worked the trim and fixtures with a hammer and chisel. And it was here that he made his private discoveries. Every building harbored secrets, tiny embellishments that would never show up on a set of blueprints. Stone-carved figurines above a mantel or hand-painted tilework; gargoyles and stained-glass windows of despairing saints; architraves with messages encoded on them. Hidden chambers and forgotten strong rooms replete with pistols and tinned cherries. Owen began to assemble a salvage museum in the back of his father’s scrap-yard. He labeled and catalogued his finds, writing down building names and the dates of demolition onto pieces of cardstock, attaching them by string, a thousand toe-cards in a morgue of objects.

At the end of each workday he came away with something new. It could be as small as a Spanish coin or as large as a Gothic window. Porter indulged his son’s appetite for collecting, saw it as an adolescent flurry of seriousness that might someday pay dividends. He knew that although a life of junking could be profitable there had to be a passion for the science of destruction. Times were changing. Penalty fees and late clauses, the men demanding better wages. The beginnings of steel-frame, multistory construction would mean more labor, a hundred men snapping the heads off rivets and boring them out with drift pins. Derricks and steam shovels and power winches—all of it would increase his overhead. Let the boy find some speck of delight in all that razing.

After work they rode home through the Loop and assessed the office buildings with a wrecker’s cold regard.

“I could fell that one in thirty days if it came down to it,” Porter said, angling his chin up at a new ten-story offering.

“Top to bottom. Sixty-man crew,” Owen affirmed. He re-knuckled the reins, making sure his father saw he had a tight grip.

Porter smiled and lit a cigarette, looking off into the storefronts where clay mannequins modeled the latest tweeds. “You have the eye for it. Just like me. You walk past a building and can’t help gauging the brickwork and lintels, figuring the way it might topple.”

Owen felt his father’s pride like a wool blanket around his shoulders. It was dusk and people were heading to restaurants and theaters in their frocks and tails. The pedestrians eyed the wagon with its ramshackle load and Porter tipped his hat. They ignored him, eyes down on a fastened glove or a pair of tickets. Even then Owen knew that he and his father lived apart from polite society. They ate soup and bread for supper and pork sausages on Sundays. They weren’t much for religion but believed in shaping one’s destiny through honest work. There was grease under their fingernails, cinders in their hair. Owen could read and add numbers but didn’t know how to ride a bicycle. What Owen thought now but did not tell his father was that he never noticed bricks or lintels when he walked by a grand building. He never thought about its demolition and the thousand man-hours it would require to level it. Instead he wondered about the artifacts it might contain, the remainders of other people’s lives. What did a man keep in the concealed compartment beneath the floorboards? Whose initials had been engraved in the handle of a forgotten pistol?

The summer of Owen’s thirteenth birthday, a collar beam dislodged during one of Porter’s post-dynamite inspections. The beam dropped without warning, bringing part of a stone wall and several rafters with it. Helpless, Owen watched from behind a barricade of rubble as a cloud of mortar dust mushroomed then fell away. In the chalky air he could make out his father’s prone form, pinned beneath rafters and limestone. Porter’s work boots, still attached, faced in opposite directions. The wreckers charged forward and began working the pile, prying beams and plumb-lifting massive sheets of stone, all the while calling to Porter as if he stood a chance. Owen knew his father was dead by the angle of the boots and the depth of the pile. Nonetheless, the foreman led the son away when, an hour later, three men removed the final ceiling joist and picked off the smaller, covering debris. Owen stood at the edge of the demolition site, numb, but also filling with dread. He saw the wreckers doff their helmets and bow their heads. Someone covered the body with a canvas tarpaulin, leaving only the scuffed boots exposed. Owen broke free from the foreman’s grip and ran forward but the wreckers held their circle as he tried to take hold of the canvas. The foreman, the oldest of the crew, came up, panting: “You can remember him whole or broken up like he is. It’s your choice, but trust me, he wouldn’t want you to see what’s underneath.” Owen looked into the men’s faces, their eyes averted, and let the foreman lead him out by the shoulders. He waited on the street until it was near dark and the coroner arrived by carriage to take the shrouded body away. Behind the lighted windows of nearby apartments people were eating supper. Owen heard the men talking as they came out into the falling night, already reliving his father’s death, formulating the cause, naming the linchpin joist or beam, inducting Porter Graves into the pantheon of fallen wreckers. Owen paced in the half-light of the street and watched the coroner’s wagon disappear from sight. He heard the foreman utter the word orphaned to a stranger, an official of some kind, and it was the cold finality of the word that struck him. He withdrew into an alcove, away from the wreckers, and gave himself permission to weep into a grease-smeared handkerchief. A building could be razed or felled and a child could be orphaned. Like an old house, life was waiting to topple.

The scrapyard was the only thing Owen inherited and he refused to sell it. By now he had amassed hundreds of items in his salvage museum. He leased the yard to a colleague of his father’s and received a small monthly stipend from the rental. The tin shed museum was locked and the entire compound—an acre of coiled metal and building innards—was guarded by a pair of mongrel yard dogs. Everything but the yard had been mortgaged and financed, down to the pneumatic guns. And so at thirteen Owen found himself without relatives and packed off to the South Side Tabernacle Industrial School for Boys, a Catholic lair of moral training and practical instruction that boasted a separate department for crippled orphans. During his six-year stay, he learned to fix small engines, say the Hail Mary, fear the Holy Ghost, fist-fight, masturbate silently and in the dark. He hoarded books from the City Hall library, an excursion that happened once a month. Owen always chose seafaring tales and missionary journals, epics that unfolded in the tropics or the Arctic, in a brig being slowly crushed by pack ice or in a shanty beset by warring cannibals. He preferred books with digestive-smelling pages, odorous proof of their hoary contents; marbled inside jackets and ink-drawn maps, frontispieces that depicted voyage routes with indigo dotted lines. He was so moved by these tales of adventure that he began to prepare for a life of deprivation in equatorial climes or the Arctic Circle. He did not love Jesus enough to be a missionary but freelance adventurer, bounty hunter, and buccaneer all seemed like possibilities. Attempting to strengthen his constitution, he left his bedside window open in August and February and went out of his way to eat foods he didn’t like—cow tongue, liver, sweet potato, tinned trotters, cabbage soup.

By the time he was sixteen, he would sometimes escape into the city—run out into the South Side streets, jump a cable car, and be inside the Loop within fifteen minutes. He felt at home in the avenues and side streets, the alleyways of perpetual shade. Owen moved among the newsboys and bootblacks, the hundreds of children making their living at the curbstone. The bustle of deals and arrivals was everywhere—high-flyers, down-easters, men on the make. Sandbaggers met the country trains, waiting for unwitting couples from Dubuque, showing them parklike estates then producing deeds for marshland and backwater swamp. Farm girls arrived by the platoon, valises in hand, sunhats fastened, rooming on Van Buren and warring for jobs as milliners and secretaries. Chicago was a battlefield of wits. But more than anything the city contained Owen’s father—in the awnings and cornices, in the weary admiralty of janitors smoking on their building stoops. The ghosts of demolished buildings lingered, somehow, behind the plate-glass windows of pristine towers.



2.

By the time of the Esquimaux rebellion, Owen was on his own, half a dozen years out of the Tabernacle School and sleeping in the tin shed at the back of the scrapyard. He worked sporadic wrecking jobs but, as his father had predicted, building methods had changed and eroded the profit margin in traditional demolition. More and more, wrecking was done by derrick and power winch instead of adze and sledgehammer. He idled along, scraping by. He took carpentry jobs because he’d always been handy with a hammer and awl, but building kitchen cabinets wasn’t nearly as satisfying as dismantling a building from the top down. Many afternoons were killed off at the City Hall library, reading travelogues and the letters of Robert Louis Stevenson in the Tribune, South Sea dispatches describing life amid coral reefs and archipelagos. Owen followed preparations for the Columbian Exposition and was determined to attach himself to a voyage. He would gladly spend fifty cents on admission for the chance to approach a whaling skipper or merchant captain. He had no interest in river and lake routes, the commercial steamer lines to Montreal and New York. He wanted open waters, distant latitudes, volcanic shores.

The Esquimaux were brought in for the fair from Labrador, in the fall of 1892, so they could acclimatize before the onslaught of a Chicago summer. Under the watchful gaze of an overseer, fifteen of them raised a native village, an exact replica of their native home down to the skin tents and corral of sledge dogs. Photographers captured them with their fur coats and hooded eyes, whips unspooled midair, pack dogs wheeling. But as the temperatures mounted they grew despondent, then restless. They threw off their skins and furs and huddled in the shade. They exchanged handicrafts and bone harpoons for German lager. On the first day above seventy degrees, a group of them burned down the tent village and ran off into the streets with their dogs. The city police patrolled a wide perimeter. The overseer sent teams of men out into the back territories, the immigrant neighborhoods and meatpacking district, but they were nowhere to be found. For a month there were sightings of huskies, traveling in pairs, loping through Washington Park or along the shoreline of driftwood and squatters’ huts.

Indians and South Sea Islanders fared better. By the time the fair opened, they filled the Midway Plaisance with spectacle. The Samoans wrestled, the Javanese worked traditional puppets, and the Quackahl Indians performed a Sun Dance that shocked the gathered crowd. On a float in the main lagoon, two braves were led around by heavy twine attached to slits in their bare backs. As thousands looked on, they moved to a low drumbeat, faces upturned, braided hair quilled with blood. Women fainted. Men reached for snuff pouches, wiped monocles, averted their eyes. Owen watched the gruesome sight with more curiosity than disgust. At the Tabernacle Industrial School for Boys he’d been encouraged to think of the Holy Ghost as divine ether that filled the hearts and minds of good Christians; it animated their beliefs and conduct. Despite the nuns’ affirmations, however, he’d always pictured the spirit as vengeful, something furious and consumptive, and this was what he saw in the crazed dance that floated before him—a ghostly ancestor presiding over the punishment of human flesh.

Owen spent his day at the fair struck in a kind of trance. The combination of people and objects was overpowering. He found himself framing his view with cupped hands so that he could see a thing in its singularity. He scrawled notes in his program. The interiors were split between order and whimsy—weather stations, model farms, livestock, steam engines, the latest phonograph, a Liberty Bell made from oranges, a rooftop fountain of beer. Some exhibits invited the fair-goer to touch a machine or display and he lined up and jostled with the rest of them, probing metal recesses and hatches, fingering a latch-pin, trying to fathom a machine’s construction and design. The peculiar beauty of a perfectly placed eyebolt. The simple genius of a fillister groove.

The stock market had crashed five days before the opening, but there was no denying the bravado, the gritty optimism of the speeches. America felt at war, incendiary in her pride. Cream of Wheat, Aunt Jemima, Juicy Fruit—how had the nation ever lived without them? The next century stretched away and here was Chicago, a marshland and frontier fort within living memory, waiting impatiently at the gates.

The Columbian Guard circulated for pickpockets and rabble-rousers, fined those attempting their own photography. Owen rode the movable sidewalk, sat through two revolutions on the Ferris wheel. He moved through the crowd, elbows jutted to keep the drunks at bay. People cheered and shouted and he felt his senses strip away. He stared at the ground, counted his footsteps. At the midway he broke into a jog. He passed the balloon ride, the ostrich farm, and the congress of forty beauties without a second glance. It was his first crowd and he’d had no inkling of its terrors—a thousand men clearing their throats, hawing at their wives, the surge of bustled skirts and preened gloves. He ran past the lagoons and slowed in the wooded croft where folk houses from various nations had been built. Studying the workmanship, the plumb of a wall, relaxed him. He found himself thinking about the most efficient way to tear each one down.

By the time he approached the Anthropological Building it was evening. There were no crowds this far down. Distantly, he heard the report of fireworks and caught a whiff of gunpowder, a smell that inevitably brought him to the image of his father’s scuffed boots protruding from a mound of rubble. They were no longer a terrifying vision, the boots, but rather an omen, a testament. What Porter Graves expected from life could be seen in his shoes—toes capped in steel, seams resewn, leather tongues like two ancient pelts. Every day had been a battle. Suppose a man’s fate, Owen thought, was carried in the mold and cut of his shoes. Had Porter lashed his bootlaces in a square knot every morning for decades, a safeguard against tripping, just so that he could make it safely to his own scheduled demise?

Owen buttoned his coat and walked along the South Pond, where an ethnographic encampment had been set up. Lank Indians stooped in front of wigwams, made supper over small campfires. A few women thumbed pottery or wove baskets in the outlandish light of an electric lamppost. Farther along there were Apaches in wickiups, Mohawks whittling birch bark canoes. A single family remained from the Esquimaux group—a husband, wife, and child—and they withdrew into the candlelit interior of their tent, wavering shadows on the skin walls.

Owen entered the Anthropological Building and was relieved to find it almost empty. It had the lofty but neglected atmosphere of an old bathhouse—a vaulted ceiling with trussed skylights, but a dank odor permeating the corners. He moved through the South American ethnology section, amid objects of flint, obsidian, mica. In his program he sketched a monkey-tooth necklace. The Pacific Islands and New South Wales shared a section. Here, Owen tried to match his mental images of the Pacific—the black-beach warriors and volcanic atolls of Stevenson’s letters— with the objects themselves. Easter Island effigies, poison-tipped spears, mud-daubed shields, war gods etched onto the hull of a canoe. He’d read of the natives burying themselves in the sand at night to get away from mosquitoes and pollywogs and had assumed it was an exaggeration on Stevenson’s part. But now he saw a sketch of just such a thing by a ship’s naturalist: five Papuan heads, still attached, protruding from a beachhead under a full moon.

After an hour poring over idols and amulets, he moved toward Psychology, where a few curious fair-goers were having their sight and color sense tested. Attendants in lab coats offered them chilled water and hand towels between tests. A chromoscope claimed to measure hundredths and thousandths of a second. Something called a kymograph plotted blood pressure on smoked paper. He drank a cup of iced water and moved on.

The department of neurology was an alcove of bottled brains. A young woman—Miss Adelaide Cummings, Department Secretary, declared a plaque—sat at a small desk with a ledger. The aspic-gray light spilling from the glass jars offset her patrician beauty. But her high, flushed cheekbones and straight, dark hair, the delicate line of her pale neck, all of it seemed to defy the floating cortexes. Owen smiled at her and put his hands behind his back, hoping to affirm that he was no tourist, that his interest in neurology was substantial. The truth was the brains unsettled him, some dulled by wax, others swimming like jellyfish in brackish waters. They had the coloring of diseased livers and it was almost impossible, standing there, to accept this organ as the parliament of human thought and desire. It had to be the most obscene organ in all the body. He fingered the book spines in the small library and picked up Vesalius’s Structure of the Human Body from 1543. He affected a manner that suggested he’d been trawling the city for it. Miss Cummings failed to notice, however, making a mark on the ledger before her, and he set the book back on its shelf. He shuffled toward a chart that correlated gender and age with the weight and volume of the brain. A stifled female giggle rose from Psychology and Owen thought he detected a vexed sigh on the part of Miss Cummings. He looked away from the chart and met her eyes with a diffident shrug.

“They’ve been testing reflexes all day over there,” she said. “Tipsy girls from Milwaukee come over here after the beer gardens.”

Owen liked the way she wagged her pen when she spoke—a slow pendulum swinging over her bony, unwed finger.

“I’m here to answer any questions if you have them,” she said.

“That’s very kind.” Owen planted himself in front of a photograph that featured the brain of a murderer who’d been electrocuted the previous year. “I don’t see much difference between his brain and the others,” Owen said.

Miss Cummings looked up from her papers. “I think that’s part of the point. If you look at the brains of the insane and ours they look remarkably alike.”

“And what about male and female?”

“Also the same.”

“That would explain why lady bicyclists are terrorizing the city. You’re just as savage as we are.”

She let out a careful laugh. He gestured to a photograph caption that read The Brain of an Idiotic Male to expand on his point. She looked at the caption, then at him, smiling. He felt a flush of confidence, like fingering the edge of a banknote in his pocket. He realized with some heaviness that it had been two years since he’d kissed a woman. Scrounging between wrecking jobs and cabinetry, spending his nights drinking beer with secondhand-brick dealers, he’d removed himself from the company of women. Was he going to bring a woman home to his tin shed emporium? Lay her gently on the straw mattress that floated like a raft in a sea of etched glass and broken cornices?

“Do you have a specialized interest in brains?” he asked, moving closer to the desk.

“Not really. But a few of us take turns sitting here. To help the public.”

The word public struck him; a girl with a mission.

“Ready with the smelling salts, no doubt,” he said.

She looked down, smoothed a hand over the desktop. “I also attend departmental meetings, take minutes and dictation. We’re preparing to open a museum after the fair. Marshall Field is going to donate a million dollars.” She covered her mouth for a second, as if that amount were the most scandalous thing ever to graze her lips.

Owen edged closer, hands in pockets. “That’s what I’ve heard.” It occurred to him that she might know the names of skippers and traders, that perhaps she had typed memoranda and bills of sale for numerous artifacts. For a brief moment he imagined his interest in her was practical. He swallowed. “Have you tried the carbonated soda, Miss Cummings?”

She studied her ledger, breathing. She had tallied the number of visitors to Neurology on the left side of the wide-margined page and Owen could see only ten strokes, two sets of rickety fence posts struck through with blue ink.

“I’m terrified of hiccups,” she said plainly, not looking up.

“But you seem so intrepid,” Owen said. “An administrator of brains and typer of headhunting memoranda.”

“Typist,” she said. “Or typewriter. Whichever.”

“What did I say?”

“Typer.”

“And the Ferris wheel is out of the question? I suppose you’re afraid of heights as well.”

“I love heights, actually. But I found the wheel rather dull.” She shook her head at the ledger, biting her bottom lip, enjoying the look on his face.

“A gondola ride in the lagoon? A walk on the Japanese wooded island?”

“You’re persistent and I don’t even know your name.”

“Owen Graves. I’m sorry if I’m being impossible.”

She clasped her hands, elbows at the edge of the desk, looking up now. It was a warding-off stance. But then came: “I’ll be off in thirty minutes. I’ll meet you out front. I haven’t been to the wooded island yet.”

Owen nodded, smiled, looked out into the main exhibit. He had taken a half-step out of the brainy enclave when she said, “The exhibit hall is full of hatchets and tomahawks, Mr. Graves. Professor Putnam would love nothing more than to scalp any man who preyed on his favorite secretary. Good shorthand and dictation are hard to come by. But I’ll tell him that your intentions are honorable, shall I?”

Owen was at a loss, staring at a case of reed blowguns. After a pause he managed to say, “Tell the professor that he has nothing to worry about.”

They walked north toward the wooded island, past the Indian camps and wigwams, the simulated ruins of Yucatán. A breeze came off the lake and Adelaide pulled a shawl about her shoulders. Paper lanterns swung between burr oaks and a Japanese temple floated through the trees, an apparition of paper and wood. A couple sat kissing in a darkened teahouse and Owen saw Adelaide stare then abruptly look away, as if someone had called her name. He led her by a stony brook, onto the moon bridge that overlooked the village of Japanese carpenters, musicians, and stonemasons. All had retired for the evening—a shifting tableau behind rice-paper walls. There was a moment of quiet, the fair seeming far off, but then they noticed another couple in a thicket. A hatless man in shirtsleeves, a woman pressed into the hollow of a tree. This time there was a flurry of searching hands and boozy whispers.

Owen said, “I had no idea this was such a lair.”

“I have a better idea,” she said. They left the island by the nearest bridge and headed east. Adelaide walked briskly and Owen wondered if she was angling for the viaduct and the midway. Perhaps a thousand-foot ascent in the captive balloon or a camel ride was more to her taste than the Ferris wheel. She greeted several guards by name, exchanged pleasantries with turnstile attendants and cashiers coming off shift. Owen quickened his step to keep up. He was being led, whisked through a late spring evening by a woman of industrious plaid and whalebone barrettes. They moved between the Bicycle Court and the Woman’s Building and were suddenly flanked by scores of women in serge riding skirts and hopsack jerseys. The riders unlocked their bicycles, affixed white helmets, spats, headlamps.

Owen said, “I take back my earlier comment about the savagery of lady cyclists. I would trust these women with my life. That one there is attaching a first aid kit to the handlebars. Fit for an expedition.”

Adelaide turned. “They’re coming from a lecture at the Woman’s Building. It’s one of the best halls if you haven’t already seen it.”

This surprised Owen. He’d assumed the Italianate building was full of exotic draperies and tapestries.

She said, “One of the building’s benefactors is Mrs. French-Sheldon.”

“Ah,” Owen said. He had no idea who that was.

“She led a caravan through eastern Africa, unattended by any of her sex, bartering and trading in the Arab coast bazaars.”

“Yes, of course. And what did she come back with?”

“It’s all on display in there. Weaponry, brass beads, that sort of thing.” Then Adelaide began a summary of the speeches she’d heard inside, from Lady Aberdeen to a Russian princess and Swedish baroness whose names Owen could not hear above the pealing of bicycle bells. Something about leagues and temperance unions affirming the rights of women. Adelaide raised her voice to be heard: “The vote . . . not as a privilege, you understand, but as a right, Mr. Graves.”

Her formal tone bothered him and he found himself thinking about the midway, about the Hungarian wine they poured into goblets over there. Adelaide turned north again, walking back along the lagoon, past the Illinois Building. She stopped in front of the Fisheries Building, a baroque arcade of taxidermied fish and living sea dwellers in glass tanks. Despite his interest in seagoing, Owen had avoided the exhibit earlier in the day. With its high-blown façade, its colonnades and flags aflutter, the building seemed to be full of cheap, touristic novelty. To top things off, it was fronted by the North Canal, where a merchant navy of singing gondoliers—South Siders trying to pass for Venetians in their striped shirts and broad felt hats—ferried couples from one concrete shore to the other.

“It’s closed but I know one of the night watchmen. Come on,” she said, trotting up the stairs, her skirts flaring.

He had no choice but to follow and feign enthusiasm. Adelaide struck up a conversation with a certain night watchman— avuncular, smelling of some exotic supper—who said that they could have thirty minutes but not to touch anything or it would be his hide.

A few sconces lit the way and they passed through trapezoids of light and shadow. The rooms and annexes twisted and burrowed, smelling of fish-bloat and iodine. Owen walked behind Adelaide, watching the way her hair hit her shoulders as she walked, barely noticing the maritime marvels—floating luminous eggs in a wall-side tank, dried fish strung like silvered sheets of paper; specimens of the deep, cured, salted, or stuffed in wooden box frames. A series of nets, traps, and lobster pots was accompanied by odes to Yankee enterprise. They stood beside the articulated skeleton of a sperm whale. She walked around it slowly, touching the alabaster ribs in the underwater gloaming.

“He said not to touch anything,” Owen said.

“He won’t know the difference. Isn’t this something?”

“The whole place is something.”

She paused, turned to him, wiped her hands down her skirt, muttered forgive me, then carefully lay beneath the suspended skeleton on the floor, looking up into the giant rib cage. She did this with ladylike precision, as if she were reclining on a gurney for a renowned physician, modesty intact. She made it seem like a perfectly natural thing to do on a Sunday evening. Palms down, she closed then opened her eyes, her braided hair coiled beside her head.

Watching her, prostrate on the wooden floor, he said, “Have you been swallowed whole?”

“Like Jonah. You could fit a house in there. Do you want to see the view?”

“I’m terrified of whale stomachs.”

She laughed and sat bolt upright. She crouched and came out. “You must think I’m deranged.”

Owen extended his hand and she took it as if alighting from a carriage. She straightened her skirts.

“I’m sure you’re not the first one to do that.”

“I bet not. Shall we see the rest?”

Owen put his hands in his pockets and followed her into the adjacent building. It was even more elaborate than the last, with porticos and loggias, a basilica for fish. They went inside and found themselves in a room of glass tanks. Spandrels of moonlight braced the high windows of the central dome. In the diffuse light Owen could barely read the placards let alone see the inhabitants lurking behind the glass walls. Supposedly there were catfish from muddy western rivers, halibut and cod from the Atlantic, king crabs and lobsters prowling the sandy bottom.

“Come over here,” Adelaide said.

She was standing by a large tank, her face pressed to the glass.

“I can barely see a thing,” he said.

“Your eyes will adjust. They brought these three by railcar. Can you imagine?”

He stared at the tank. “Still nothing. My father used to tell me stories of them bringing live lobsters by railcar for the downtown oyster houses. I never believed him until he took me there one day and showed me. They were all crawling around in a tank and you could walk up to one and tell them to throw it into a boiling pot.” He saw a looming shape inside the tank. Then another.

“You have to come right up to see in this light,” she said.

He could see the whites of her eyes.

He hooded his gaze and peered into the watery gloom. He could hear her breath against the tank wall. His elbow was up against hers and she made no effort to move it. He blinked, squinted, then the gray maw of a shark passed just inches away, teeth serried and hinged, eyes inscrutable and white. The animal hit the tank with a thud and Owen jolted back, his hands raised in front of his face. A view of flared gills flashed by as the shark recoiled and turned. Adelaide had a hand on her breastbone, awed, stifling a panicky laugh. She had to steady herself against the wall. They stood three feet from the tank and watched the sharks for ten minutes, neither of them talking. The sharks’ marbled gray flanks were flecked with white and a dozen tiny parasites clung to the sandpapered skins, dangled and swayed like wilted flowers of the deep. Every now and then there would be a thud against the glass—were they blind or trying to escape?—and Adelaide grabbed his arm each time, anchoring them in place. Of all the foreign and exotic encounters at the fair, these creatures seemed the most far-flung to Owen. Barely of the planet, Darwinian relics, as unlikely and apocalyptic as some sightless, mud-dwelling griffin. How did he and Adelaide appear through those cold, lightless eyes? Was there something in there looking back, by turns curious and appalled?

When they left the Fisheries Building it was almost nine. Owen offered to buy Adelaide a late dinner but she declined. He insisted on buying her a cherry-flavored soda and listened to her hiccup all along the Grand Basin, past the orb-bearing goddess of the Republic. The belching was retribution for the terror of the sharks, he told her. He walked her back to the Anthropological Building where Professor Putnam’s assistant, Franz Boas, was waiting to escort her home on the streetcar. They stood outside for a moment.

“When are you on brain watch again?” he asked.

“It changes every day. It might be the psychology experiments tomorrow.”

“But always the same building?”

She nodded, tightened her shawl.

“You can tell Putnam and Boas that there is no need for the tomahawks. You’re in one piece.”

“For now,” she said, turning, dashing up the stairs. He added the word now to his mental catalogue of the day. It lay wedged between the sight of her prostrate beneath the whale skeleton and the otherworldly stare of the sharks. More than amulets and bamboo tinderboxes it was these moments that would stay with him, something in the way they hovered just beyond the grasp of plain reckoning—like apartments glimpsed from the El at night. The strange orbit of other lives. He walked back through the fairgrounds and bought a hamburger at the first place he could find. He sat on a bench in front of a bandstand, not far from where he’d witnessed the bloody Sun Dance, and ate with abandon, like an invalid back from the brink. He was sure his two-year slump was about to end.

They fell into a steady rhythm of afternoon walks and early suppers, working around her schedule at the fair. Over meals in which Adelaide described her charity work—teaching immigrants to read at Hull House, taking an elderly neighbor to church each Sunday—Owen marveled at the way she ate soup, bowl tilted carefully away, spoon idled and de-dripped at the ceramic curb before making its ascent to her lips. He could watch her do this for hours. The long, pale line of her neck was something he thought about on the streetcar or crossing the street. She was so remarkably decent and kind and her refinement came off as care—even grace—rather than privilege. Owen felt himself pulled by the promise of future shared meals, by the thought of loosening her braided hair so that it spilled—smelling of rosehips—over her delicate collarbone. He had to remind himself of his seagoing ambitions, of the need for a livelihood and the tin shed squalor in which he lived. Forcing himself to be practical, he asked her for voyage leads. She told him about the men who showed up at the ethnographic exhibit with bones and artifacts in burlap sacks. Word that a Chicago museum was forming had traveled far and wide. They came from all over: German copra traders, New England clipper mates, brig captains. They’d forged careers in the South Seas, hauling sulfur, felling teak, ferrying sugarcane recruits, but most of that had given way to wool and transport. They traded with the islanders for ethnographica as they went. A fathom of calico, a sack of glass beads, a steel-bladed knife, each of these could buy fine native weapons or artifacts. Owen listened and took notes, mesmerized as much by Adelaide’s mouth as by the words spilling from it.

In search of a hiring captain, Owen frequented the barrelhouse saloons in Little Cheyenne, the levee district. Some of his father’s men had come here on weekend benders—the grand tour they called it—spending their way from saloon to dance hall to brothel. They hocked wedding bands and fob watches at pawnshops and posed for midnight portraits with street waifs in tintype galleries; they ate oysters from the shell and bought virility potions at voodoo apothecaries. One Saturday morning Owen found Otto Bisky, a crapulous German clipper captain, breakfasting on eggs, sausages, and beer in a saloon eatery. He supported his head with one hand, holding a stump of bratwurst at bay with a fork in the other. A folded newspaper lay beside his plate. His face was sun-ravaged, his lips blistered, his complexion ruddy. Each time he took a swig of beer or bite of wurst his face turned increasingly sour, as if he were eating a lemon by the rind. Owen sat two bar stools down and ordered a shot of whiskey. He wanted to get the German’s attention but Bisky failed to take his eyes off his newspaper or his eggs. Eventually, Owen asked him about the list of names he was tracing with a finger in a column of newsprint—Argo, Nemesis, Peregrine, Industry, Aramac. Beneath a heading of Shipping Intelligence, the names appeared under the banner Wrecks and Casualties. Bisky thereby began a bleary-eyed lament for all the ships he’d ever captained in the Pacific and the Atlantic, and their fates. He detailed each ship’s peculiarities, the way she acted in a squall or the way she took in wind and water in high swells or smelled like baleen in her lower reaches, before giving the exact nature of her demise. Scuttled, hogged-up, reefed, run aground, he gave each word a throaty, Germanic inflection. He discussed the quirks of his current ship, the Paramount, which was being repaired and due to set sail in the morning, eventually making for the South Seas. Then Bisky began a diatribe about the wretched state of the Chicago River and its bridge-opening schedule, the humid weather, the many hazards of falling asleep in a brothel. It was during a brief pause that Owen asked him outright for a job.

Bisky turned on his stool, sized Owen up while tonguing a morsel of food, pushed some air between his lips, and finally said, “You look more idler than able-bodied. Can you cook for two dozen men hungry enough to slit your throat if they miss a meal?”

The vision of preparing countless fishy meals at sea hovered before him. “What about ship’s carpenter?” he asked. “I have experience and my own tools.” He knew from his years in the library stacks that a ship’s carpenter made general repairs and kept the masts in good condition. That seemed easy enough.

Bisky said, “Do you have a bevel gauge?”

Sensing this was a trap, Owen said of course and waited for the captain’s reaction.

Bisky drained his mug of beer, folded the newspaper, and said, “We leave tomorrow at dawn.”

This was not exactly what Owen had in mind, but he shook Bisky’s calloused hand, received the details of the dock, and went out into the street. On his way back to the wrecking yard, he stopped in a hardware store and bought a bevel gauge. The salesman said it was the perfect tool for replicating pieces that weren’t square. Owen arrived home and penned a letter to Adelaide in his finest Tabernacle cursive.

He tried to be brief but something poured out of him in the kerosene lamplight, his collected spoils spread before him, everything ordered and arranged, none of it seen by another person since his father’s death. What was the point of all these objects? A private rummage; his solitary childhood labeled, filed, boxed. He wrote of his mother’s daguerreotype, his father’s death, his desire to find his place in the world. She was the loveliest person he’d ever known and he prayed for her forgiveness. The word pray felt like a falsehood—he hadn’t communed with God in years—but within a month he was doing just that. Bunked down in the idlers’ deckhouse of Bisky’s clipper, his hands smelling eternally of tar and brine, he floated prayers out to the white stars, to the ocean mounting against the groaning ballast, even to the Holy Ghost. He prayed for land, for a steak medium rare, for the sight of Adelaide tilting her soup bowl in the wan light of a café.

Somehow, while he was at sea learning the petulant ways of the old clipper from stem to stern, Adelaide had forgiven him. He was gone a little under a year and the exchange of letters—three on each side—took on a life of its own. Entreaties and dispatches from San Francisco, Hawaii, and Sydney, all by commissioned mail steamer, each of his letters blotted with sealing wax stolen from Bisky’s cabin. Whenever he got the chance, Owen fled the fusty nooks and fetid warrens below deck, the fishy brume in the cookroom, and climbed onto the foredeck to pen what he saw: the bruised green in the troughs between swells, the seabirds riding high on the trades without so much as a wing flap, the iron blue of the sky before a storm. He did not mention the debauchery that went on in the forecastle, the flagons of grog, the fist-fights in the spiritroom, the pornographic reminiscences in cabins and bunkrooms. Owen drank with the seamen, spoke of women as sport when required, but used his station as carpenter to live on the periphery. He reported directly to the captain and shared quarters with the other idlers—the bosun, the sailmaker, and the cook. Because he did not have to stand watch like the ordinary and able-bodied seamen, he found time to read, write letters, and try his hand at trade whenever they anchored.

Adelaide began her letters a little stonily, describing the move to the new museum without much flair or affection. She kept to the facts—meals, weather, appointments, errands, books read in the buzzing light of the cable car. But by the time she responded to Owen’s second letter, in which he reiterated his sincerest apology and stated his desire to be with her upon his return, she was warmed through. Not only because of those simple declarations—underlined with Indian ink—but because his letter was full of exotica and anthropological sightings from island ports: baskets made from sedge, a jew’s harp made from bamboo, native boys surfing waves on rough-planked boards, women’s girdles stripped from bark, the sight of missionaries from the Society of the Divine Word playing cricket beside a volcanic beach. She was won over by such details and showed parts of his letters to colleagues at the Field Columbian Museum. They asked her to write and express the museum’s interest in buying certain objects upon his return. Owen kept this to himself and used his wages, such as they were, to buy calico and tobacco for trading in the islands. He made a deal with the cook and kept his tribal artifacts in flour sacks in the messroom larder.

By the time he received her third letter he was a few months from being home. While the stationery smelled of jasmine, the letter spoke of hard times. Eighteen ninety-four saw striking mobs in the railroad yards, runs on wildcat banks, the homeless sleeping in City Hall and precinct police stations. Adelaide continued to volunteer at Hull House, prepared meals and taught immigrant children how to read, sat on the porch alongside Jane Addams, the great social reformer herself. After a long day of service they listened to street orphans singing Slavic hymns. With the distance and perspective that came from nearly a year at sea—so many nights in the brimming stomach of the brig—Owen suspected that at least part of Adelaide’s interest in him was sociological. On her father’s side she came from New England brahmins, men with high-bridged noses, honorary degrees, and a blue-blooded zeal for philanthropy. Adelaide had come west to strike out on her own, type memoranda and take dictation at the museum by day, improve the lot of the poor in her off hours, petition for women’s rights, but all the while receiving a monthly stipend from Boston that was wired to the downtown post office.

Perhaps, Owen thought, he was one of her causes. The orphaned son of a housewrecker, partially raised and educated by South Side nuns, a little unrepentant and raw in his scuffed blucher boots, he fit the profile for Adelaide’s wider mission. But surely the parents back east did not condone a romantic alliance with someone of Owen’s prospects and parentage. And yet Adelaide’s letters unfurled suggestions for future plans—going to worker concerts in the park where men in coveralls would eat pork sandwiches while listening to Brahms, standing amid the dotted brushwork of the Impressionists at the Art Institute, attending one of the Friday lectures or poetry readings at the Chevron Tea Room on Michigan Avenue. It was clear to Owen that she wanted to refine him, to bear him up. And though he preferred the subterranean charm of a poolroom to a lofted lunchroom, a pitcher of stout to a carafe of burgundy, a midnight platter of ribs in Little Cheyenne to a midday bowl of chowder in some downtown clam house, he was willing to go partway along with her vision. She was a missionary of the plainspoken and practical kind, moved to service not so much by God but by some inherited belief in humanism and the common plight of all. It wasn’t the Bible that had been read aloud during her childhood, but the musings of Whitman, Thoreau, Emerson. Owen would go to the lectures and concerts, attend the Christmas pageants at the houses for the poor, but he’d also keep a racetrack form guide in his back pocket or a ticket stub for a curio museum where a bearded lady farted and belched on demand. The truth was, he trusted Chicago’s armpit more than her jeweled fingers.

But it was also true that he’d grown smitten with Adelaide at sea. His recollections of her had become almost devotional in their tone—she sat reading a chapbook in the half-light of a cable car, her chest rising between stanzas. He was always at the other end of the cable car, in those daydreams, coming toward her. When she looked up at him her whole face came alive, as if he’d brought her happily back from the brink of a desolate poem.

His homecoming. Adelaide in a bustled skirt and shawl, fighting the bluster of March to meet him at the train station. They kissed on the mouth, briefly, and it was she who leaned in first. Owen felt a surge of affection, and lust, but also a mild sense of dread. He was clearly in her benevolent sights and it wasn’t long before the afternoons and evenings of ballroom dancing and civic-minded pastimes grew heavy with expectation. Sometimes he had to shake himself free for a few hours and drink himself into a stupor in a dramhouse where patrons spat and ashed their cigarettes on the floor. Whereas the seamen’s lewdness and excess had made him more upright at sea, Adelaide’s noble intentions drove him to gin. He slept off hangovers in the tin-wire shambles of the wrecking shed and showed up clean-shaven and breath-minted the next day, ready for another round of self-improvement.

And yet there was no denying Adelaide’s allure, her implacable friendliness and lightness of spirit. Owen was happiest in her company and even amid the din of a taproom she was the object of his thoughts. The way she chatted with strangers, doled out bus fares and petted strays like an urban St. Francis, thought nothing of removing her shoes to walk in the frigid waters at the lake edge or tuck a napkin into her neckline to eat pork ribs for a lark. She was buoyant, high-minded, affectionate. She kissed Owen with increasing pluck, allowed his hands to run the fences of her undergarments, but it was clear that an invisible line had been drawn and only a marriage proposal would suffice to cross it.

The prospect of marriage unsettled Owen but not because he couldn’t imagine happily spending his days with Adelaide. It was a question of means, of what he might bring to such an arrangement. It was also a matter of doubt. What if Adelaide’s affections were conditioned on some act of conversion, on Owen joining some gilded society or humanitarian circle? He wanted to be sure she loved the wrecker’s son and the orphan and not some phantom of her moral imagination. On one of their afternoon walks he asked her why her affections for him ran so deep. She spoke freely, as if he’d asked the simplest of questions. “I admire you greatly, for one thing. You know how to do so much in the world. I like your broad smile and shoulders and that schoolboy curiosity . . . and I’ve never seen hands like that. They’re so . . . capable.”

He held up his calloused hands. “They could be in a window display.”

She took one of his big hands and held it. “The men I knew in Boston were timid, with soft hands and no opinions. But don’t get a big head. Being fearless is fine, but recklessness isn’t a trait I admire.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” He stopped to kiss her, pulling his scarf up to protect them from the gusting wind.

Owen placed all his hopes for future respectability—and therefore marriage—in the sale of his artifacts. On the voyage, he’d managed to assemble over a hundred items, from Melanesian masks, daggers, and spears to Polynesian baskets and clay bowls. His eye for signature details, indelible marks of an object’s maker, led to the possession of carved figurine war gods and ornately trimmed dance shields. He hauled the items in a wagon to the rear of the Field Columbian Museum and several of the curators came out for the appraisal. Owen could tell they were delighted and surprised by his bounty, but they were also stone-facing their reactions to keep the prices down. The artifacts were arranged on the loading dock by region, Owen referring to detailed notes in his journal. The curators studied each item while describing, in great detail, the financial strain of founding a new museum. “We’ve bought thousands of artifacts from the fair and now it’s a question of remaining funds. We’ll have to consult the board and come back with a figure for the whole lot.” The phrase whole lot did not do justice to Owen’s months of careful acquisition and he could already sense that they were out to scam him. When the handwritten figure came on museum letterhead, it was ten times less than Owen had expected. It was enough to float him for a few months, but not enough to secure a mortgage or rent an apartment without worry. He accepted the offer and a month later he saw some of his artifacts in one of the museum’s velvet-lined cases. They’d been given pride of place in the main gallery.

Within a year, Owen stopped talking to Adelaide about moving to an apartment. He had spent his sea wages and the money he’d received from the Field Columbian Museum. “They paid me like it was native bric-a-brac,” he told Adelaide bitterly. She wasn’t sure that he’d been swindled but she sympathized nonetheless. Soon he was back to occasional wrecking jobs and renting out half the salvage yard to an ironworker. The economy was still bad and he occasionally borrowed money from pawnbrokers and loan sharks. Adelaide never asked him about his finances, never once came to the yard, because to do so would be to stare into the gravel pit of his working-class roots. She remained determined and hopeful, told stories of her father’s financial generosity as a way of lighting the trail that might lead the way forward.



3.

In the grip of a second hangover, Owen left the First Equitable and took to the streets with Hale Gray’s contract in hand. The crowds had thinned out but groups of revelers still choked the doorways of taverns and restaurants. He headed down La Salle and across to the shoreline where the darkened lake was dotted faintly with navigation lights. The long walk into the South Side was just what he needed to clear his head. He bought some fried potatoes from a vendor and ate them as he walked along, a greasy thumbprint becoming his unofficial seal on the first page of the contract. Under a streetlamp he stopped to study the list of tribal artifacts, considering where each item could be acquired, but soon he returned to the signature page with its dollar amount and the phrase a number of natives. The money was enough to buy a modest house in a good neighborhood, perhaps with a small mortgage. He wondered how much had been apportioned to the artifacts and how much to the islanders. Was a number as little as two? He felt himself calculating, justifying. He had a complicated moral aversion to bringing back natives for an insurance spectacle, but he also had a simple aversion to continued poverty.

It could be done ethically, he supposed, walking again. He would vouchsafe the welfare of the natives, find a few that genuinely wanted to travel abroad, ensure their safe return passage. But even as he made these mental commitments he felt Adelaide’s disapproval like a shroud around his own thoughts. As someone who’d never done without, whose livelihood had never been in doubt, could she fully comprehend the proposition? He found himself striding out, making assertions. His own misgivings would make him careful and he’d strike a balance between self-interest and morality. He told himself this all the way home, falling into bed amid the spoils and curios. He was twenty-nine years old. Not since the Great Fire of 1871 had the Graves family owned a house.

The next evening he invited Adelaide to dinner. The restaurant was darkly paneled and sconce-lit, held a kind of religious light. There were ferns in copper pots and leather booths with the patina of worn luggage. The waiters were old men in butterfly collars and bow ties, shouldering between white linen tablecloths, a vintage bottle of wine cradled in the crook of an arm or a cellar-cured steak held aloft, smoking and spitting on a china plate. Tableside, they glumly boasted about the provenance of their meat, of the iced railcars that carried their porterhouses as far as New York and San Francisco. With grim, judicial faces, the waiters gave the impression that there were other, more pressing obligations than taking orders and delivering meals, that each misguided entrée selection was not only a personal insult but a blow to civilization. They looked to the male diners for compliance, upgrading the good lady’s dalliance in fowl to something the restaurant could stand behind.

Owen and Adelaide sat in a booth, reading menus the size of broadsheets in the flicker of a wall sconce. The ornate woodwork of the booth, the church light of the dining room, reminded Owen of going to confession at the Tabernacle School, of distant afternoons sunk in penance. Telling Adelaide that he was going to sea again felt like a confession, a cardinal sin. He found it hard to look at her and stared off at his fellow diners or at the oil paintings on the walls—bucolic scenes of livestock in paddocks at dawn, steam rising from the hides of brindled cows, but also breaching ships in a gale, their prows pitching through heaving swells. Only people who’d never gone to sea would find the drama of a squall romantic, something to hang on the wall like clouds and seaside picnics. To Owen the tossing ships depicted the very real threat of oblivion, not only from the unfathomable deep but the countless diseases that could fester in the planking of a clipper—scurvy, flux, rheums, fevers. He was glad that their booth’s painting was a still life of glossed pears and corpulent grapes. He looked at Adelaide over the top of his menu. She was wearing a pale organdy dress trimmed in ribbons and lace and an heirloom necklace. It was a far cry from her usual industrious clothing, the museum plaids and streamlined cottons, the tight sleeves and necklines, and it worried him. She had removed her gloves and her ringless white fingers drummed gently on the back of the menu.
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